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There are both opportunities and challenges associated with executive transitions.

I
I
I

I

Succession planning is becoming an increasingly significant topic for many nonprofit

organtzations in the Twin Cities. The retirement of the large generation of baby-boom leaders

during the next decade is likely to have a direct impact on the capacity of organizations to sustain
their work. This is especially critical for smaller organizations and those with founders or long-

I

term executive directors who leave. These leaders have shaped their organizations throughout

I

their tenure and are seen as synonymous with their organizations. Founders and long-term

I
executives have a strong presence and vision for an organization, but when their time has come
to move on, it's critical to be prepared for the transition. Understanding the traits of founders and
long-term executives, and knowing how to engage the next generation of leaders can facilitate a

positive transition, which creates a sustainable organization. This study examines the factors that
are critical for successful leadership transition planning in nonprofit organizations with founders
I

I

I,

or long-terrn executives.
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FOUNDER.LEADER TRANSITIONS: THE ROLE OF. SUCCESSION PLANNING IN
NON PROFIT ORGAN IZATIONS

Introduction
Human capital is an organization's most important asset, but it is often overlooked. In the
constant effort to develop a strong, capable workforce, organizations tend to focus more on

hiring and training. They neglect succession planning, which is an essential ingredient in
building an organization that is capable of sustaining its success and attaining long-term strategic
goals. This planning is especially important for smaller nonprofit organizations and in
organizations with a founder or a long-term executive director who leaves. Succession planning
has become a common topic in

Twin Cities'nonprofits due to the impending retirement of many

baby-boom generation leaders.
Succession planning is a deliberate process that prepares for the impending departure of a

founder or long-telrn executive director so the organization can continue to be successful as a

new leader assumes the responsibilities. It prepares an organization for a leadership transition to
ensure the organization

will

be sustained beyond the tenure of the founder or long-term

executrve.
Succession planning is more than just an organlzational chart depicting who holds what

job within an organization. It is a dynamic and continuous process, requiring a focused strategy
that aligns organizational goals and human capital. For the purposes of this research, succession

planning is a method to ensure that leaders are identified and prepared to replace founders to
ensure the continuity and appropriate

skill level

as the organization evolves. These changes can

be routine departures such as retirement, but can also consist of non-routine deparfures due to
sudden or unexpected absences of the executive director.
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There are siruations where long-term executives and founders become very comfortable

in their positions, facing a variety of challenges everyday as the organization experiences a shift.
Some of these changes can be

difficult to deal with for founders whose charisma and vision have

made the organization a success. Change is inevitable and an organization that develops an

effective succession plan will survive a founder's or long-term executive's departure.
In this study, I explore the rationale for organizations dealing with a leadership transition
to develop a succession plan. I examine what constitutes an ideal leadership transition for
nonprofit organizations with a founder or long-term executive so succession planning can happen
in a purposeful and non-threatening manner. Lastly, I suggest an ideat leadership transition
model that includes a variety of components that can assist any organization experiencing a
transrtron.

Literature Review
In this review, I discuss the literature related to the stages of organization development,
positive and negative traits of founders, executive tenure and experience, expansion of the talent
pool, and steps required to embrace change as a leadership transition takes place. The literature
chosen in each of these areas helps to establish a rationale for understanding the importance

of

succession planning for leadership transitions, particularly those organizations with founders and

Iong-term executives.
St

ages of Organization D eveloprn ent

Change is inevitable; transitions are occurring everyday. Understanding organization life

cycle changes is important because leaders play a specific role in each stage of development.
Leadership changes are necessary to move an organization through its life cycle, especially when

Founder-LeaderTransitions

it is a founder-leader or long-terrn executive transition. Each

stage depicts the life journey

3

with

many choices, challenges, and obstacles along the way (Simon,200l).As founders or long-term
executives transition out of the organization, it's critical to determine what life stage is best for a
leadership change.

All organizations experience different

stages of development. In particular, many

nonprofrt organizations begin with a single, visionary leader who shows the way. According to
Staughan (2004), the first stage is when a leader's idea is formed into an organization, using

mostly volunteers with a fairly informal structure. The second stage is a time when staff is hired
and a systematic, effective process is developed for the board and staff to work with each other.

This can be a chaotic phase as board members are recruited and roles become more clearly
defined. The third stage is when the board begins to undertake the role of governing the
organization to ensure effective systems are in place as the program grows. The executive
becomes removed from the direct service component of the work, spending more tirne managing

staff and board, raising money, and performing administrative functions. This can be a difficult

I
time for founders since they begin moving away from the central work and why they founded the

I

I

organization in the first place. The final stage of an organization's development is when the work
becomes institutionalized and responsibilities become clear among staff. The organization has

now reached a stage of maturity, achieving influence in the community and benefiting from the

I

I

synergy it has created.

Organizational stages are not just about growth. Another model described by Simon
(2001), has five stages that include similar stages to the three discussed above, as well as two

I
I
I
I

additional ones. Simon's depiction of the final two stages includes a phase for sustaining the
momentum of the organization and time to recommit to the mission. The shift to stage four is
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likely when a founder begins to struggle with his or her role due to a variety of obstacles that
must be overcome. Simon says these obstacles include "lack of control or too much control by
organizational leadership, lack of risk-taking, and a conflict between the old and new" (p.26).
Once an organization reaches stage five, there can be a resistance to change, resulting in isolation

of the organization. These final stages are difficult to reach with a founder who sees the growth
as an obstacle rather than an

opportunity to build and sustain the organization. However, this is

not a good time for a founder to leave.
Founders spend most of their energies in the first stage focusing on cause and mission

(Linnell, 2004). Linnell found this stage to be where founders thrive because the success of the
organization and leader is measured by its results. Roles are often loosely defined because the

staff is small and communication comes nafurally. However, over time, the organization begins
to expand and an increase in investment eventually leads to the development of policies and
systems to manage the growth. Some founders see moving into this next stage as a waste of their

time because it takes them away from the mission work of the organization. At this point,

a

founder-led organization needs to decide whether it can continue or is limited by the founder's
capabilities. There are challenges at this stage because of the gap between the mission and the
development of systems. This is the point at which the characteristics of the founder make a
difference in the decision to move the organization forward, with or without the leader.

Founder-Leader Traits : Positive and lrlegative
The number of nonprofit organizations has grown tremendously over the past few
decades. According to the Minnesota Nonprofit Economy Report (Pratt,2001),5,94A new

nonprofit organizations registered with the Minnesota Attomey General's office in the year

2000. Many of the leaders of these nonprofits founded their organizations by taking their
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passion and turning

it into

a mission. They also had the

skills to build the people support and

basic nonprofit structure to implement their passion (Linnell, 2004).
There are differing ways of looking at founders, some positive and some negative.
Founders can be seen as entrepreneurs who possess the skills to develop plans and guidelines,
make decisions, and embrace change. They see a cause or injustice and begin to devise ways to
address the issue. On the other hand, founders can also be seen as individualistic, controlling,

afraid to let go of the past, and skeptical about devising policies and procedures.
According to Stevens (1999), "founders have a calling, a mission, an internal mandate
fueled by classic entrepreneurial characteristics: energy, drive, intensity, self-determination, and

urgency" (p. 2). In her article, Stevens writes about the many positive attributes of founders in
their abilities to challenge conventional methods and systems and to constantly try new things,
knowing they are never satisfied because the work will never be done. They have a sense of
pride for their organization and its work, especially at the forming stage. Stevens believes that
founders do not necessarily disrupt their organization's growth and development. Her personal
experience suggested that "successful founders are those who learn to adapt to their

organization's ever-changing life-cycle needs" (p. 2).
McNamara (1999), in his booklet aboutfounder's syndrome, discusses many of the
negative traits of founders and their affect on an organization's sustainability. He defines the
syndrome as something that occurs when "the organization operates primarily according to the

personality of the prominent person in the organization" (para. 1). The author clearly states that
this syndrome is an organizational problem, not a problem of the person in the prominent
position.

5
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McNamara (1999) discusses the founder's characteristics throughout his or her tenure,

how to transition to a new executive, and the actions a board and new executive can take once a
transition occurs. He says that the time for a founder to depart is when his or her dream has
become real; the dream has created an organization that someone else needs to move forward.

However, a good leader will acknowledge the importance of creating a transition plan that will
ensure the organization's sustainability well into the future. The board also plays a key role in

identifying what it needs in a new executive and choosing a successor who can manage the
change.

There are positives and negatives to every type of leader and leadership style. Founders
have positive traits that are

difficult to duplicate. Their entrepreneurial spirit

has created a

number of nonprofit organizations dealing with a variety of societal issues. Founders can be
successful when they Iearn to adapt to the ever-changing life cycle needs of their organization
(Stevens, 1999). The charismatic traits of founders can become negative characteristics because

their passion is so intense that developing policies and procedures can get lost. Their passion and
personality takes on a life of its own and establishes a unique style of leadership.
Executive Tenure and Experience

A variety of studies have been conducted to show that current executive directors will
soon be transitioning out of their jobs due to the aging of the baby-boom generation. This shift in

the labor force is changing nonprofit leadership, causing an impact on capacity. By 2008, there

will

be three

million less available workers between the ages of 25 and44 (Dohm, 2000).

In order to explore the impact of this shift on community-based organizations, Adams
and Associates (2001) sent out a web-based survey to 208 organizations and achieved a response
rate

of 5l% (106 organizations). Their study found

thatS2o/o of the executives were founders.

Founder-LeaderTransitions
The proportion of founder executives was directly related to the size of the organization: l5%
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of

organizations with budgets over $1 million are currently lead by founders, while 48o/o with
budgets less than $500,000 are culrently lead by founders. Founders are mors likely to be
leading smaller nonprofit organizations, which pose additional challenges such as access and the
need for resources to support a transition. In addition, smaller nonprofit organizations do not

necessarily have the infrastructure to support a leadership transition. It could be more difficult

for a founder to decide when and how to move on and for the board to plan a successful
transition to new leadership. The prevalence of smaller organizations headed by founders
emphasizes the need for a flexible approach to transition planning.
Peters, Wolfred, Allison, Chan, Masaoka, and Llamas (2001) and Wolfred, Allison and

Masaoka ( 1999) examined tenure and the career paths of 1,209 nonprofit executive directors in

five regions of the United States. Both studies (Peters et a1.,2001; Wolfred et al., 1999) found
that 650/o of responding executives were first-time directors. In addition to finding a high
percentage of first-time executives, both sfudies found that nearly one-half of the executives

were in their positions for less than four years (Peters et al.; Wolfred et al). These findings do not
bode well for an atea that relies on relationship building as a key

skill of the executive director.

A shorter tenure does not provide the opportunity to develop, manage and retain important
relationships.
The combined findings of the 1 ,209 nonprofit leaders revealed that less than one-half of
the current executive directors plan to choose another executive director position. The reasons

for their disinterest are related to high stress, long hours, and concerns about fundraising (Peters
et al., 2001). This also relates directly to the loss of talented workers as the baby-boom

generation ages and retires. The issue is important because of the potential time lag that can
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occur between an executive leaving and his or her replacement being hired. There is a learning
curve for anyone taking on a new position, so it's important to understand that the new leader

will not be producing

at the same level as the previous executive. This costs money because

of

the decreased efficiencies as a new executive becomes familiar with the position and the
organization.

In addition, each study looked at age categories, although the ranges were different. In
the larger study

of I ,072 executiv es, 70o/o of the executives were between 40 and 59 years old

(Peters et al.,2001). In the smaller study

of

137 nonprofits,29o/o of the executives were between

the ages of 47 and 5l , the leading edge of the baby-boom generation, and another I 6o/o were ages

52 and older (Wolfred et al ., 1999). This group of nonprofits has 45To of its leaders who will be
transitioning out of their roles in the not too distant future. In yet another study of 208
community-based organizations in Maryland, 65% of the respondents were over the age of 50
(Adams & Associates, 2001). This information reinforces the argument that a major talent loss
and generational change is beginning and

will continue over the next

ten years.

What is the past experience or background of executive directors? The study conducted
by Peters et al. (2001) found that, of the 1,072 organizations, only 36% of the executives were
promoted from within, while 64% of them were recruited from outside their agencies. Of those

who were promoted from within, many of them indicated they were in a program-related or
direct-service position in the organization. Of the executives hired from outside the organization,
39% had previous management experience in for-profit, whereas 21o/o had previous management
experience in govemment (Peters et al.). The study also found that the majority of executives

who responded took the job because of the organization's mission and their desire to give back to
their community. The executive's interest to find meaning and contributing to a social cause

Founder-LeaderTransitions
outweighed even pay and benefits when accepting the position. Therefore, when attracting the
next generation of leaders, it is important to emphasize the mission and values, not just the
desired skills and job components (Peters et al.). In today's world where work is fluid and
organizations are flatter, it's important to identify an entire pool of talented people to choose

from for specific leadership positions (Byham,1999).
Expanding the Talent Pool
Over the past 30 to 40 years, the baby-boom generation has been a dominant force in
Ieadership and social change within nonprofit organizations. As this generation begins to move
towards retirement, it is certain that nonprofit organizations must make room for a new
generation of leaders who can continue the work . A 7004 survey sponsored by the Annie E.
Casey Foundation of 360 nonprofit organizations in the Greater Milwaukee area found that

660/o

of respondents would experience a leadership transition in five years. It is also worth noting that
56oh of respondents have already had a leadership transition in the past 10 years (Teegarden,

2004).It is evident that executive transitions will continue to increase as these leaders retire or
pursue different interests.
Teegarden (2004) looked at the stability and potential transitions that will occur in the

next l0 years, as well

as the demographic make-up

of current executives. She found that the

average nonprofit executive in the Milwaukee area is a white woman in her 50s, with 260/o

of

them founders of their organizations. The ethnic make-up of these executives depicted a large
percentage (8a%) as white,

with 46% of them serving primarilywhite communities, while 23%

serve mostly African American and 23yo serve mixed communities. The concept of trying to

recruit leaders of color as this shift occurs is another issue that must be considered.

9
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Teegarden (2004) also examined the career paths of executives and found a similar
percentage as Peters et al. (2001),

with 60% in their role for the first time. Finally, her study

looked at the number of organizations that had already experienced a transition and whether any

of them had a succession plan in place. She found that "most organizations appear to approach
change in the executive director from a search and hire framework as opposed to a transition
management approach" (p. 3). Many of the organizations surveyed had not even thought

of

developing a succession plan. The fact that leaders haven't even considered a succession plan is
evidence that this is an area requiring attention.
Leaders hip Requirements

In order to carry out a smooth leadership transition, organizations will need to assess
generational values and differences in leadership styles. "Younger people want more space/time
out of work for family and friends. Older leaders have often merged personal and professional
realms and are now in a life stage in which these issues don't predominate" (Kunreuther, 7005,

p. 8). So what do organizations do to attract the younger generations to leadership positions?
Kunreuther recommends a variety of approaches including:
f

.

invest in younger leaders...

2.

identify and nurture more leaders of color. ..

3.

make it viable for directors to leave...

4. broaden sites of intergenerational

discussion...

5.

examine current organizational structure and expectations...

6.

promote a healthier balance between work and personal/family life. fu. a)

These recommendations are all proactive methods for current leaders to better engage the

next generation of leaders. These steps are crucial as the

2l't cenrury begins to unfold. The
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leaders of the baby-boom generation must now look to the next generation of leaders who can

influence and guide their important work. A mentor program could be one way to ease the

transition process so outgoing founders or executives feel confident to leave the ongoing work of
the organization to a competent and passionate leader. It is never too early to begin planning, but

it's also critical to recognize the changes in organizational structures. Succession rnanagement
may be a better way to identify a pool of candidates with high leadership potential, rather than
focusing on just one or fwo individuals.

Research Purpose and Questions

Leadership transitions of founders or long-term executives of nonprofit organizations are

I

on the rise as the baby-boom generation begins to retire or pursue other interests. This study uses
a

t

qualitative approach to deepen an understanding of why founder-led nonprofits, or those with

a

long-term executive, must engage in succession planning. Transitions of founders or long-term
executives do not need to create a crisis. Transitions

will occur, so it is best to leverage the shift

I
in a way that helps an organization fulfill its mission. This research also hopes to clarify the ideal

I
I

tenure of a founder so a leadership transition allows the organization to grow and thrive even

after the founder leaves. Lastly, the research should assist other nonprofits that might be dealing

with an impending leadership transition to better understand the positive role a founder or long-

I

l

term executive can play.

This study in intended to answer the following questions:

l.

What are the leadership traits of founders/long-term executives?

I

2. What are the leadership traits of successors?

I

3.

How did organizations manage the transition process?

I
I
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4.

l2

Is there a model transition process to assist other organizations?

By answering these questions, I hope to clarify how to best implement succession
planning among nonprofit organizations; especially among those that have a founder or longterm executive transitioning out. The results of this study will clarify the importance of planning
and developing sound practices to assist the organization through a leadership transition.

Methodology
To answer the research questions, I interviewed founders or long-terrn executives and
their successors in six nonprofit organizations. This section summarizes the sample,
measurement, procedures, and data analysis used.
Sample

The sample for this study consists of the founders or long-teffn executives and their

I
successors from six Twin Cities' nonprofit organizations that have experienced an executive

leadership transition within the past seven years. It was critical to get the approval of both
leaders (founder/long-term executive and successor) from the same organization to complete the
process.

The organizations were chosen after contacting the Center for Nonprofit Management at
the University of St. Thomas. The center has been working extensively with organizations
around the issue of leadership transition. I met with the director of the program at St. Thomas to

I

create a list of organizations who recently experienced a leadership transition. In addition, I

contacted Linda Tacke of Leadership Tactics, who has helped organizations through transitions,

to identify additional potential organizations. The initial list consisted of 18 nonprofit
organizations and names to contact.

I
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From this list, I began making phone calls to request participation in the study. Key

criteria in choosing the organizations were that the transition had occurred within the past seven
years and that both the founder/long-terry executive and the successor participate in this sfudy. In

two cases, the successor was interested in participating, but the founder/long-term executive was
not. Of the six leaders chosen, three were founders and three were long-term executives. In
addition, I made an effort to include men and women, as well as reflect diversity among the
interviewees. There were a total of twelve interviews conducted, representing six different
nonprofi t organ izations.
Measurement
Measurement in this study consisted of the qualitative responses to personal interviews
(see Appendix B). The interview involved four questions each to the founder/long-term

executive and his or her successor. Each interview was conducted separately and privately. To

I

I

identify leadership traits, I asked the founders to focus on their role in starting the organization. I
listened to their stories about how the organization was founded and the experiences they had
throughout their tenure. The long-term executives spent more time discussing their experiences

I
I

and changes, although their stories about growing the organization were similar to the founders. I
also asked them how they knew

it was time to leave and what factors made the decision easier or

harder. Based on their responses, I was able to see similar leadership traits among the founders

I
I

and long-term executives.

To clarify the transition process, I asked the founders/long-term executives to evaluate
the leadership transition from their perspective. What went wel[, what could be improved, and

I
I
I

what would they have done differently? Their answers provided insight into how they each
managed the transition process. In addition, I probed about the overall interview process to select

Founder-Leader Transitions l4
a successor, their level

of involvement, and if they mentored any internal staff; especially if there

was an internal person who was being groomed to take on the leadership role. This information
was compared to what the successors said to determine consistencies or inconsistencies into each

individual's viewpoint on the process. These responses provided a summary of the leadership
transition and what worked well and didn't work so well during the process.
The successors each had four questions that focused on their interest in the position and

how they felt about following a founder or long-terrn executive. They each discussed with me the
best things about assuming the position and some of the challenges. From their responses, I was
able to determine similar leadership traits among these individuals; strengths they brought in

assuming the key leadership position.

I also asked the successors to evaluate the leadership transition process from their
perspective. When reviewing the data,l looked for similarities to the founder's or long-term
executive's description, as well as differing responses. This helped to see the transition process

from both perspectives and not just one-sided. These results gave me the information to develop
an ideal transition process that can be flexible and unique to nonprofit organizations

experiencing a shift.
Procedures
The research involved face-to-face interviews lasting befween 60

- 90 minutes.

Prior to

completing the interview process, I received approval from the Augsburg College Institutional

Review Board (IRB); the application is included in Appendix A. I contacted each interviewee by
phone or email to ask for their participation in the study by explaining the purpose of the
research. Once the individual indicated an interest, I mailed or emailed the specific questions for

the interview. Participants were told that the name of their organization and their name would be
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kept confidential to reduce the risks involved in the study and to ensure honest responses. A
meeting was arranged at a location, date, and time convenient for the interviewee. Before the

interview started, the researcher reviewed the consent form (Appendix C) and asked each person
to sign in agreement. The interviewees were also told they could withdraw from the study at any
point; no one withdrew from the study.

My role in the interview process was to be an observer and listener. It was important that
I develop a good rapport with the participants so they would answer the questions as honestly

as

possible. When conducting the interviews, I took hand-written notes of each participant's
response to the four questions for founders/long-term executives and the four different questions

for successors. After the interview was completed, I typed up each participant's comments
verbatim. The participants were categorized by their organization first, then if they were the
founder/long-term executive or the successor.
Data Analysis
The data were analyzed using a qualitative research process through a phenomenological
study. This form of analysis was chosen because it allows for an in-depth understanding of each

individual's perception and perspective of the leadership transition process. In reviewing the
data, I looked for common themes among the participants. The documentation was categorized

within those themes. Once that was completed, I reviewed the responses regarding their overall
tenure in the leadership role. I identified trends, similarities, and differences based on the
responses. The commonalities were counted by each occurrence in order to establish similar
experiences by each of the participants. These descriptive results identified the common

leadership traits of the founders/long-term executives and successors.
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The data were also organized by each participant's depiction of the leadership transition
process. This information provided a general summary of the transition process as experienced

by the six different nonprofit organizations. The individuals interviewed all shared a similar
phenomenon, the leadership transition, but each person provided a unique perspective to that
experience. From their experiences, a model transition process was developed that could be
duplicated and used accordingly by different nonprofit organizations.
Results

Leadership Traits
The results show some similarities and differences in the six nonprofit organizations that
experienced a leadership transition. There are a number of leadership traits that each of these

individuals demonstrate. In this section, I describe common leadership traits of the six
founders/long-term executives and the six successors interviewed. For the founders and Iongterm executives, the responses are categorized into four common leadership traits based on the

interview questions: visionary, charismatic, self-awareness, and mentor. For the successors, the
responses are categorized into three common leadership traits based on the interview questions:

visionary, emergent, and transformational. The common trait among both the founders and
successors is visionary. This trait

will

be explained separately for founders and successors.

Founders /Long-Term Executives

Visionary

In order to get an idea about what precipitated the beginnings of their organizations, the
researcher asked each leader to explain the history of their tenure. The combined number
years these six individuals served in leadership roles within their organizations was I

of

l6 years; an
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average

of 19.3 years each. These individuals are all leaders in their field, driven by the goals of

mission, vision, and purpose.
The founders and long-term executives had a vision for the organization they created and
developed throughout the term of their leadership. It was clear that they all shared a deep passion

for the work of their organization. Three of the organizations began as grassroots'efforts to
provide a service to the community that they felt was lacking. These three founders started their
organizations informally at first. Their initial planning sessions were held casually, discussing
the need that was missing. These discussions took place among friends and others who had an

interest in their cause. The founders were not quite sure where it would lead them. These leaders

clearly envisioned where the organization was going, but not necessarily how to get there. One
founder shared that "within a couple of years

,l

rcalized there was a need to do more...a need for

more resources to families." Another founder stated,
an organization wasn't formed." The

"l

was convinced nothing would happen if

third founder said "things were just happening and

something more formalized had to be put in place."
They each have an entrepreneurial spirit that brought them the energy and drive to create
a formalized structure to deliver services based on a need. Only one of the founders actually

created the internal systems and a stable framework for getting the work done and sustaining the

organization over time. The other two founders tried to develop systems, but their passion and
energies were absorbed in the direct service work of the organization. The task of management
can be

difficult for founders because of the passion and personal connection they have for the

cause. According to McNamara ( 1999), founders manage their organization according to their

personality, which is "dynamic, driven, and decisive" (para. 6). They convey a clear vision for
what the organization can be, and are passionate about the mission (McNamara, 1999). They had
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a dream that needed to be turned into

reality. The only way they could do that was to inspire

others to see that dream and make it theirs.

The three long-terrn executives who each only followed two previous leaders had

different experiences than the founders. Two of the three individuals assumed the executive
director position after they were working within the organization in management positions. This
was beneficial as they had served in leadership roles and helped to develop the systems and

practices. They had the vision to manage change and bring the organization to a higher

functioning level. The other long-term executive followed a founder, which required him to
develop the systems to maintain the program focus. All three of these Ieaders have established
stable organizations with solid infrastructures to build upon.

All of these executives were clearly called to their work. Their vision was transformed
into a mission, which drives their energy and motivation to make a difference. They are true
leaders whose ideas and dreams were turned into a reality that continues to serve the greater

community.

Charismatic
There is no question that founders and long-term executives have the leadership trait

of

charismatic. Their charm and personality draws people to them, which is critical in their quest to

forrn organizations providing services. Throughout the interview process, I found myself drawn
to these leaders to learn more about their work and vision. All three founders have strong,
dynamic personalities that became synonymous with their organizations. They inspired others
and created excitement around an issue they saw needed to be met.
Each of these founders saw an opportunity to make a difference in people's lives. They

were able to effectively communicate a compelling vision of the future and develop trust among
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others to support this vision. I recognized that these founders took personal risks and made
sacril=rces

for others to believe in the achievement of their goals. They led by example,

motivating everyone around them to sustain the work. They were relentless in their ability to
promote the mission and vision of their organizations with unlimited energy. Their charisma and
passion inspired both volunteers and staff to achieve amazing results that continue to grow. One
founder stated the board "loves me, and they

will do whatever I say." He has put his heart

and

soul into fostering the work of the organization; he communicates well. People are drawn to him
because of his personality and charisma; a common trait among all founders interviewed.

The three long-terrn executives interviewed were also charismatic, but in a little different

way than the flounders. They had strong, dynamic personalities, but were less effusive about their
work. They took a more pragmatic approach to managing and leading the organization. This
I

could be due to the fact that they each succeeded two different leaders prior to their tenure. The
predecessors had set the direction of the organization, so they used their charisma in a more

focused approach. Even though they were moving their organizations through growth and
change, I observed less self-promotion. They were charismatic in their abilities to inspire and

motivate followers, but it was more focused on rnanaging, administering, and building on a solid
vision. In comparison, the founders used their charisma to build organizations based on their
vision. Their charisma was needed in all aspects of their leadership.
Self-Awareruess

Self-awareness is an important trait for leaders to have, especially when it's time for a

transition. This component is best described by Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee (2002) in the
theory of emotional intelligence, which includes competencies that incorporate managing

yourself as well as managing relationships. Personal competence is one of the areas of emotional
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intelligence that clarifies how leaders manage themselves. "Self-awareness means having a deep
understanding of one's emotions, as well as one's strengths and limitations and one's values and

motives" (Goleman et aL.,2002, p,40). The founders and long-term executives were realistic and
honest with themselves in making the decision to leave. ln the case with the three founders and
the three long-term executives, they had a tendency for self-reflection. They made the time to

think things over and determine the best path for them and the organization. This self-awareness
I

provided the opportunity to think things through rather than act impulsively.
Overall, the executives were able to assess their strengths and limitations; they had a
strong sense of self-worth and knew their capabilities. One of the founders said he "wanted to get
out of the way" because the organization needed to move forward without him. Another founder
stated,

"l

was losing the mission-edge and just wasn't as intense about the work." This is best

described by Goleman et al. (2002) in the trait of emotional self-awareness. These individuals

were aware of their internal signals and recognized how their feelings affected job perforrnance,

All the executives also exhibited self-confidence in understanding their abilities

and giving

themselves permission to see new challenges outside their organization. This leadership trait is
essential as they begin to let go of their passion and focus on the next stage of their career. The

individuals interviewed were authentic and candid, providing the interviewer with a sense of
their convictions toward a mission. They are truly inspirational people!
Mentor
The founders and long-term executives were definitely mentors throughout their tenure.

They identified and mentored people who could assist them in their efforts. They each stated
they liked to help people develop new skills, whether that was inside or outside the organization.
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Most of the mentoring was informal, but as the founders and long-terms executives made their
decisions to leave, mentoring became a Iittle more formalized in a few of the organizations.
One of the long-term executives hosted a leadership breakfast after he made the
announcement that he was going to leave. It was an opportunity for staff to hear from him about
the transition, but also to identify leaders within the organization. He was concerned that very

few people would show up, but on the day of the breakfast rnore than 50 people attended. These
results told him about the commitment of the staff and their desire to move ahead. He said,

"l

kept my eye of potential stars in the organization, no matter their level." In this case, the longterm executive is still mentoring the successor and expects to do so for the next 6-9 months. It is
up to the successor to decide when the mentoring should end; the long-term executive has not
established any timeframe for this process. The formalized approach is working and they meet

twice per month to discuss issues that require his input and advice. [t is an excellent opportunity
to continue developing the skills of the successor and retaining the knowledge and expertise from
the long-term executive. This may not work for everyone, because personality plays a huge role

in a mentoring relationship. However, it has been successful for a number of the organizations
that were interviewed.
Successors

Visionary
The successors interviewed are also visionary leaders, but in a different way than the
founders or long-terrn executives. According to Goleman et al. (2002), a visionary leadership
style can transform the strength of an organization at a variety of levels. These organizations
already had strong foundations, and the successors were all able to articulate their own vision to
increase the capacity. The transition period allowed successors to review the long-term goals and
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strategies of the organization, giving them the opportunity to develop buy-in from all employees.

According to Goleman et al., "visionary leaders help people to see how their work fits into the
big picture, lending people a clear sense not just what they do matters, but also why" (p.57).
Based on the interviews, the successors connected with other areas of the organization and have

clearly communicated the overall goals during this new era of leadership. One successor
explained how he aligned with the staff and took positive steps toward getting to know them and

their work. This visible step helped to bridge a gap between board and staff, allowing everyone
to clearly see the goals and objectives moving forward.
Another individual who succeeded a founder began working on a strategic plan with the
board and staff. This helped to establish solid relationships with board members and staff,
demonstrating her leadership skills. This organization needed more strategic positioning in the

community with a greater focus. The successor wanted to "make things more 'hers"'; she was
not afraid to get out there and create a new image of the organization that was not synonymous

with the founder. Her vision was to boost staff morale, gain a level of confidence, and keep
everyone connected to the mission of the organization.

Another successor said the best part of assuming the job was the "ability to finally be in
charge." This individual had worked within the organization prior to being named the executive.
She wanted to build on the successes of the organization, and the previous executive supported

her vision for how the organization could grow; they had o'compatible visions for the

organization." The overall operations of the organization did not change much, but this successor
focused the initial vision on staffing needs, This allowed her to connect with staff and clarify
where the organization was heading under her leadership. Relationships were already in place,

I

Founder-Leader Transitions 23

but as the new leader, this successor was able to solidify these and build a sense of commitment
from both staff and board members.
Emergent
The concept of emergent leadership has not received as much attention as other more

traditional leadership traits. I saw this as a trait in the successors based on the definition of
emergent leadership by Moss & Kent (1996) as a dynamic social process where a specific

individual adopts the role as leader. This can be formal or informal, and in the case of the
successors, they adopted the role as a leader formally through a selection process. However, they

were all emerging leaders in their current atea of work. These emergent leaders have many

similar personality characteristics that were essential in taking on a new role. All of the
successors were skilled at articulating and verb alizing their ideas about moving the organization

forward; a critical characteristic of an emerging leader. Another trait includes their ability to pay
attention to their own behavior based on information and signals from others. They have the

ability to adapt their behavior in a way that best fits the needs of the organization. All of the
successors interviewed were completely aware and concerned about the shift in leadership. They

were attentive to the staff, board, and the greater community so people understood what was
happening with the shift in leadership. One successor sent out monthly correspondence to staff
about the transition so everyone had correct and updated information. Another successor talked
personally to board members for feedback and so they could see the "new life" she was bringing

to the organization.

It is interesting that all six successors were leaders in many other

areas of their

work prior

to taking on the role of executive director. It's worthy to note in the research that four of the six
successors had worked very closely with the founder or long-term executive and emerged as the
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most qualified candidate. These individuals redefined and rediscovered themselves to apply their
traits and skills to a key leadership position within the organization. They exerted influence with
other members of the organization to quell any fears or concerns about the leadership shift. One
successor who was promoted from within said,

"it was great to finally

be in charge." These

individuals accepted different roles and relationships within the organization, emerging as the
new leader with vision and focus.

Transformational
The successors have been leading their organizations anywhere from 5 months to 5 years.
They have become transformational leaders by putting passion and energy into everything they
do for the organization. This identified leadership trait encompasses both visionary and emergent
leadership. Transformational leadership begins with developing a vision and communicating it to

excite and motivate followers. Each of the successors has focused on continuously selling their

vision so others can see how they fit into that plan. In a wzy, they have learned to sell themselves
as

well as the vision, developing their own integrify and skills as a part of the new path for the

organization. They are looking forward and clearly defining a new and focused direction.
However, the research shows that each of them understands there may be some curves and,lor
obstacles in the road, but they are relying on the board and staff to assist in navigating the
changes. They have each taken charge and have set the tone by making personal connections to
the board and staff. They are keeping their feet

firmly on the ground by listening to any concerns

or challenges. I observed an unwavering commitment to the work of the organization. They each

identified areas where their expertise can help achieve greater results. They are dedicated to the
success of the organization and understand the importance of action so others see progress.
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One of the successors said "there was a lack of systems because so much was in the

founder's head." This successor used her skills and expertise to gather information and now has
"brought new life" to the organization. When she took the position, the board was shrinking. She
has recruited new people to serve under her leadership, developing her own relationships

separate from the founder.

A different example of transformational is wlten two of the successors

made physical transformations in their office when they took over as the leader. One successor

painted the office a brighter color so people noticed a physical change in the office area. Another
successor purchased new office furniture that

fit her style rather than sitting at the previous

executive's desk. These are physical changes that play into the trait of transformational
leadership. The changes are exarrlples of how the organization is making a shift and others may
see

opportunities to transform themselves at the same time. As the organization continues to

move through its life cycle, new responsibilities and positions will be created for staff. One
successor stated, "a door opened to new opportunities." She was able to push through

difficult

times to move the organization through to a new stage of its development.

Transition Process
In four of the six organizations, the founder or long-term executive gave at least a oneyear notice of their departure. In the other fwo, less than a 6-month notice was given. However,

of the four who gave a one-year notice, they all thought they were going to leave earlier than
they did. One of the executives was going to give himself l0 years as the director, and then move
on. He thought that was a good amount of time to achieve his goals and then allow fornew
leadership to move the organization to the next level. Surprisingly, he ended up staying l0 years
beyond that original timeframe. One founder said, "it was time to go five years ago" yet he felt
he needed to stay to raise money and stabilize the organization. Two executives

felt the Board

Founder-Leader Transitions 26
was veering away from the

initial mission and knew they could not stay because of the program

shift. One founder tried to leave and ended up coming back as the executive director within a few
months. The initial successor had the business skills, but not the passion for the mission. This
executive stated,

"l'm

a steward

of the culture I created." He did not feel he could make the

transition until he "found a people-person" who had the same dedication to the mission as he did.
The organization was his dream and it wasn't that easy to let go. This founder still works in the
organization providing direct service to constituents, so he still hasn't been able to totally

transition out of the organization.
The transition process was handled a little differently in each of the organizations.
However, there were some similarities that included hiring a search firm, establishing a search
committee, and no direct involvement in the hiring process by the current executive director.
Four of the organizations used outside search firms to update the job description and develop a
strong list of potential candidates (both local and national). Obviously, this is an expense that
must be considered during a transition process. In addition, five organizations put together a
selection committee that consisted of current and past board members. None of the organizations
had any staff representation on this committee, but one organization established a representative

employee group that reflected the staff to conduct one aspect of the candidate's interview
process. One of the smaller organizations involved the entire staff in the interview and selection
process. Otherwise, the other four organizations did not involve any staff in the selection
process. Only one organization used an interim executive director, which was for 3 months until

the perrnanent successor was hired.

Only one of the six founders or long-terrn executives was directly involved in the formal
interview process for hiring their successor. This organization is still struggling with the
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transition because the founder still works in the organization in a different role. In one
organization, the executive met informally with the candidates for lunch during the final

interview. This provided the candidates access to the executive director, but not in a formal
interview.
The founders and long-term executives played various roles in the transition process.

Two of the long-term executives and one of the founders stayed on after the successor was
chosen for a period of time. Two of them are actually

still working in the organization in

different capacities. One of the long-term executives is involved in major gift fundraising work
and the founder has moved into the program aspect, providing direct services to clients. In the
case of the founder, he is struggling

with his new role because he says, "l'm present, but absent."

People see him everyday and his physical presence keeps him involved in the administrative

work of the organization. He states, "['m trying to make myself scarce and only come in when
necessary." He's biding his time and has set a final date when he willpermanently leave the
organization. This founder stated, "This gift is not mine to keep...it's to pass it on. I'm trying to
pass

it on." The organization

has been his dream and he wants to be sure

it continues without

him. According to this founder, the board is a little "stuck in the old ways." The current board
chair has been around since the organization was founded and is in his 80's. The shift of him

moving on could make a difference, but no one is asking him to leave. Therefore, this founder is
having a hard time transitioning out of the organization and that is why he continues to work
!

directly in the program area. There is a successor in place, but I have deduced that even though
this founder is no longer leading the organization, he still needs to be there to ensure his dream

t
I

I

I

I

continues. This is a hindrance to moving the organization to the next stage of development
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development because his physical presence is so visible. There is little to no oppor-tunity for the
successor to emerge as the new leader to provide a new vision and focus for the organization.

Another interesting factor about the leadership transitions is that four of the six
organizations transitioned the executive director position to an internal person. In one of the
organizations, the person had served as a board member and then worked part-time in a staff

position. This successor wasn't really interested in the position when the founder gave notice to
leave because "the infrastructure was bad." But, this successor likes change and views

"door open to new opportunities." In the other three organizations, the successor held

it as a

a

Ieadership position within the organization working directly with the executive director. Two
these individuals

of

didn't initially apply for the position. One was hoping the board or previous

executive was going to ask her to apply, but they never did. This successor applied at the last
minute because she was worried about the future of the organization and its direction" The other
successor enjoyed being the number-two person in the organization, but the executive director

kept telling her to apply. She finally realized "it was better to be the new executive director then
have to work f,or a new one."

All of the successors admitted

there were difficulties in following a founder or long-term

executive. The biggest issues were around the lack of systems in the three organizatiols with
founders. Most of the initial time spent as the new executive has been putting systems in place.
There was so much information in the founder's heads that one successor said she "didn't even

know what questions to ask." It's critical for founders and long-term executives to spend time
documenting information to pass onto the next leader. During the timeframe before the executive
has left the organization, the leader must develop a system to record as much of the information

in his or her head as possible. This did not occur in any of the organizations interviewed;
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however, five of the six founders/long-term executives made themselves available for many
months after the transition. Two of the successors did not take advantage of this opportunity
because they just wanted to move on. The other four successors continue their connections with
the previous executive on an as-needed basis. Although, the more time that has passed since the
succession took place, the less contact the successor has with the founder/long-term executive. In
the two organizations where the executive is

still employed in a different role, these individuals

are available as much as needed. One wonders

if it isn't time for them to move on and find

roles

in other otganizations rather than the one they led. They need to consider "letting go" so the
successor can move the organization forward with new leadership.

One founder discussed his role in the succession planning process: "my role is to build
leadership and capacity to absorb change, rather than build an organization that cannot go on

without me." This individual has a healthy perspective about the transition and what is needed
for the organization to move ahead. It is an emotional process for both founders and long-term
executives because their job was so much a part of their career and lives. The concept of "letting

go" and finding ways to determine a valued role for the founder/long-term executive while
supporting the successor is difficult.

In two of the organizations, the researcher felt the long-term executives easily made the
transition and were able to move on. One of the long-term executives had a new role defined for
himself, one that brought him closer to his original training. Another individual was ready for
retirement. He said,

"I wanted

someone else to run the organization and didn't want to be around

so people would ask 'what do you

because they realized

think?"'Two founders interviewed were able to let go

it was time for a new challenge. During the transition process, one of the

founders totally removed himself from staff and board so the successor could, develop her
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personal relationships and organizational goals. It was hard because of the "family atmosphere

of

the organization." He established clear boundaries about his role once he left, and everyone
adhered to his wishes. The other founder said,

"l was burning out and wanted something

different." The organization wasn't growing enough for her to take on new challenges. This
founder received a new opportunity that took her out of the state. The physical departure in
leaving town helped her to move onto other things. These individuals were able to cut their ties

within

a reasonable amount

of time to let the organization move forward under new leadership.

One long-term executive and one founder are still struggling with letting go. These

individuals are the ones that are still employed within their organizations, but in different roles.
The researcher believes they both can move on because they have faith in the successors and

their capabilities. Their physical presence keeps them engaged in the work, and they need to
identify opportunities to provide their expertise in a way that helps them to move on.
Leadership Transition Model
There are so many factors that play a role in a leadership transition process. There is no

right way to conduct a leadership transition. Every situation is unique and different depending on
the complexity of the organization including the services, its size, the staff, and the role and

make-up of board members. Also, every organization has values that contribute to the culture
that must be considered during a transition period. Transitions are not about hiring someone that
is exactly like the founder or long-term executive. It is hiring someone who can build on the
successes of the leader to sustain and grow the overall work.

The stages of organizational development play a key role in determining an appropriate

time for a founder or long-terrn executive transition. An organization's life cycle does not have a
pre-determined ending point or length of time within each stage. It is a journey with important
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and crucial events occurring within different stages. Based on Simon's (2001) life stages

3

of

nonprofit organizations, founders can typically take an organization through the growth phase.
However, once growth has occurred, it requires that systems be put into place. If there is no

formalized system, it is difficult for an organization to move to the next phase with a founder.
This might be a good time for a founder transition to take place. This was true of two of the
organizations interviewed; the succession took place about mid-point in the growth phase. It was

still difficult because the successors spent much of their time developing the systems. But, once
in place, they could move to the next phase of sustainability and redesign. Some founders can
reach the sustainability stage where additional staff leadership is developed to handle the

additional responsibilities. This is a perfect stage for a transition to take place once the structure
and systems are stabilized. This was true of the long-term executive transitions that took place.
These organizations were towards the end of the sustainability stage, moving towards redesign.
Based on the interviews and research conducted, the following is a model that should

help organizations experiencing a transition be successful. These are just suggestions and can be
altered or enhanced based on the specific needs of an organization.
Succession Planning
Succession planning is more than just who takes on what roles.

It is an ongoing process

to identify individuals who could take on a variety of roles within the organization. [t's essential
to engage in this process for key leadership, but succession planning can be done within all
levels of the organization. A key characteristic of a plan is to detail who will take on different
roles of the executive's job. The other main aspect is developing staff for leadership roles. It is

critical to engage in succession planning with the board and include this in annual executive
evaluation discussions. In particular, a formalized process must be established to develop staff

1

Founder-Leader Transitions 32
leadership and capacity. This could consist of a mentoring program for all levels in the
organization, as well as opportunities for staff to attend classes or workshops for career
development. This formalized approach is an excellent incentive for employee retention, which
is also critical for sustaining the organization's work.

Notice of Intention to Leave
The current leader should give a minimum of a 9-month notice about his or her intention

to leave. This provides the needed time to understand and deal with the imminent changes for the
organization. It is essential for the leadership of the organization to acknowledge that there is
going to be change, now and in the future. It is rare that the same leader stays with an
organization for the entire length of its existence. If they did, it's probably because they were
unable to sustain the organization and it failed under their Ieadership. Therefore, another reason
to begin succession planning is that change is unavoidable. It's easier to understand and deal

with change when everyone is aware it's going to happen. A key factor during a leadership
transition is to puhlicize the work of the organization more, instead of focusing on the founder or
long-term executive. Developing a communications and public relations campaign can create
greater

visibility of an organization to the broader public.
Organizational Audit
The third action to take for a successful leadership transition is to audit organizational job

descriptions and update them as needed. This is especially crucial for the executive director's job
description, which may not have been updated since the individual was first hired into the
organization. Major responsibilities probably haven't changed much, but refining overall

responsibilities is helpful in order to move forward. This process also helps to clarify all the roles
in the organization and how they will fit within the new leadership. One founder stated that his
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job description changed dramatically compared to when he first started because other
management staff now handled much of his

initial responsibilities. The organization had grown

tremendously since he first started, and the updated job description became much more concise
and focused.

Leadership characteristics influence where an organization is at in its life cycle (Simon,
2001). The leadership traits identified of the founders and long-term executives depict qualities
that can take an organization through a specific development stage. In particular, their visionary

skills and charismatic personalities provide them opportunities to create, but not necessarily
manage processes. It is important to recognize the key leadership traits of a successor that can

move an organization to a different level within its life stage. Conducting a life stage assessment

(Simon) is a way to help an organizatian plan for the future so leadership traits are matched with
organizational needs.

Hire Outside Search Firnt
The fourth point is to hire an outside search firm to assist in the selection process. The
organizations that used an outside firm had more clarity about the selection process. The search

firm also provided

a more diverse pool of candidates and elevated the importance

of the

replacement position. Hiring a search firm demonstrates fairness in making all candidates,

internal and external, go through the same process. It also provides an outsider's perspective
about the culture of the organization that could be helpful to candidates. In conjunction with a
search firm, organizing a search committee made up of current and past board members is

another step in the transition model. These individuals know where the organization has been
and where

it's going in order to ascertain the right person for the position.
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Stalf Involvement

Staff involvement is another critical piece to the transition process, and is the fifth point
to an ideal transition. I interviewed a few organizations where staff did not have any role in the

hiring process. This can create some difficulty for the successor when staff has no opportunity
for buy-in to the process or the selection. A few key staff members should be chosen to
participate in the interview process of the final candidates to provide the staff perspective. In

addition, this enhances the succession planning process since other staff are able to participate in
one component of the transition.

It's also an opportunity to develop relationships with staff once

the actual transition takes place.

Intervtew Process
The sixth point is that the founder/executive director should not be a part of the formal

interview process. This is especially true with founders, because they are just so personally
invested in the organization, and it's difficult for them be completely objective in choosing their
replacement. For both the founders and long-term executives, they struggled personally because

running their organization has always been what they did. One founder said "who am I if I'm not
wearing this hat?" They can be nervous about what's going to happen to their dream. That leads
back to the importance of auditing job descriptions so the responsibilities and requirements for
the position are clearly articulated.

Planning for at least a fwo-month overlap between the current executive and the
successor is another important point. Three of the organizations had some overlap, which

provided greater cohesion to the transition. This is an opportunity for the successor to have
access to the knowledge of the founder or long-term executive. One of the successors said "there

was so much information in the founder's head; I didn't really know what questions to ask." The
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opportunity for the previous executive to be accessible and physically present can truly make a
difference for a successful transition. However, it's important to put a time limit on it and be sure
there is a clean break. Otherwise, as is the case in two organizations interviewed, the executive

finds other responsibilities or roles, and has not left the organization.
Communicate, Communicate, Communicate

Lastly, and the most important point of a successful transition, is to communicate
continuously to staff and board about the process. It's essential that everyone has information
about the transition timeline and process. This eliminates doubt and uncertainty about what is

happening and how it affects them. One organization sent out monthly electronic updates to staff
throughout all phases of the transition process. Once the successor was chosen, a recap of,the
entire process was communicated to the board and staff. Communication contributes to the

overall succession planning process so ail levels of the organization understand the level and
degree of commitment to hire the most qualified candidate.

Conclusion
The topic of leadership transitions continues to be at the forefront of many nonprofit
organizations in the Twin Cities. The Center for Nonprofit Management at the University of St.
Thomas has been holding succession planning workshops for the past three years. My research
has shown that leadership transitions are happening

all over the Twin Cities area. They are going

to continue as the baby boom generation begins to retire and the labor market tightens. As
identified by Bel[, Moyers, Wolfred, and D'Silva (2006), this is especiallytrue in smaller
nonprofit organizations that lack the staffing depth to develop leaders inside the organization.
Many organizations are more familiar with executive search rather than the concept of transition
management. Of the organizations interviewed for this sfudy, only two had an actual succession
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plan in place. The reasons the other organizations didn't have one were similar to other studies
done on leadership transitions (Teegarden, 200a); the majority hadn't really thought about it or

were too busy to get it done. Due to the impending increase of retirements as the baby boomers
age, as well as a decrease in the talent pool for qualified replacements, the issue of transition

management and succession planning continues to pervade the nonprofit sector.
Though this study was Iimited to six nonprofit organizations in the Twin Cities where
both the founder/long-term executive and successor were interviewed, the findings identified key
leadership traits consistent with the literature. In addition, the study verified significant factors
and common themes as they related to transitions. This helped to develop an ideal model for a

leadership transition that could be further researched.

Additional studies that could expand upon this research of leadership transitions are to
investigate organizations that hired an interim director. Reviewing the role of an interim director
and how that could improve the transition process could add to the leadership transition model

articulated. Depending on the organizational development stage, an interim director could serve a
unique role during a transition. In addition, linking specific leadership traits with an

organization's life stage could prove beneficial. It's clear from the literature that characteristics

of leaders affect an organization's life cycle. Connecting these two factors more formally could
provide a greater understanding in choosing a successor.
Other research could be conducted on organizations that have formalized a staff
development or mentoring program and how that contributed to a greater number of qualified

internal candidates for leadership positions. It could also look at whether a staff development
program made a difference in retaining employees. It is evident that there continues to be the
issue of a declining pool of qualified leaders. Organizations are going to have to engage in staff
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development in order to identify the right person for the job" Finally, a study of founders only

from all areas of nonprofits around the country would be an interesting research project to get

a

greater understanding of how they view transitions. Since this was a small sample, a larger study

of nonprofit organizations from different geographies could show different results.
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14. Lay Summary
The purpose of this is to inforrn the IRB about your research in order to assess its risks and benefits. Describe your
research project using lay language--language understood by a person unfamiliar with the arca of research. Include
your research que stion and methods to be used (hypothesis and methodology). Provide the justification for the
rcsearch (what is the need or problem being addressed by the study, why this research should be done). Describe in
detail the tasks subjects will be asked to complete/what subjects will be asked to do.
There are both opportunities and challenges associated with executive transitions. Succession planning is becoming
an increasingly significant topic for many nonprofit organizations in the Twin Citics. The retirement of the large
generation of baby-boom leaders during the next decade is likely to have a direct impact on the capacity of an
organization to sustain its work. This is especially critical for smaller organizations and those witlr foundcrs or longterm executive directors who leave. Founder-leaders have shaped their organizations throughout their tenure and are
seen as synonymous with their organizations. Founders have a strong presence and vision for an organization, but
rvhen their tirne has come to llrove on, it's critical to be prepared for the transition. Understanding the traits of
foundcrs and knowing how to engage the next generation of leaders can facilitate a positive transition, which creates
a sustainable organization.
Leadership transitions of founders or long-term executives of nonprofit organizations are on the rise as the babyboom generation begins to retire or pursue other interests. The purpose of this research sfudy is to deepen an
understanding of why founder-led nonprofits must engage in succession planning. Transitions of founders or Iongterm executives do not need to create a crisis. Transitions will occur, so it is best to leverage the shift in a way that
helps an organization fulfill its rnission. This research also hopes to clarify the ideal tenure of a founder so a
leadership transition allows the organization to grow and thrive even after the founder or [ong-term executive leavcs
Lastly, the rcsearch should assist other nonprofits who might be dealing with an impending leadership transition to
better understand the positive role a founder can play.

Interviews will be conducted by the researcher with the founder or long-term executive and the successor of a
nonprofit organization. Each individual will be interviewed independently and with a different set of questions. The
following are the questions that will be asked of each participant:

Founder:

l.

2..

3.
4.

When was the organization founded? What precipitated you starting the organization? What significant
changes has the organization experienced since it was first started?
When did you realize it was time to leave? Were there any particular factors that made the decision
easier or harder to leave? What role do you play now in the organization?

Evaluate your leadership transition/succession. What went well? How could it have been improved?
What would you have done differently? Is successor still in position?
Were any steps taken to develop staff within the organization to take over your role? What was the
process to recruit, assess, and select your successor? What role did you play to mentor your successor
in this position?

Successor:

l.
2.
3.

4.

What interested you most in this position? What kind of research did you do in order to learn about the
organization and the founder?
Did you have concerns about following a founder? If so, what were those concerns? What was the best
part of assuming the position and what were some of the challenges?
Describe the interview and selection proccss that you experienced for this position. How did you feel
about the process? Were the responsibilities of the position clearly identified? Was there a job
description? Is it still current?
Evaluate the transition. What went well? How could it have been improved? What would you have
done differently?

The results of these questions will be analyzed using a qualitative research process. This form of analysis was
chosen because it allows for an in-depth understanding of the importance of succession planning. It will also help to
idcntify the factors that determine a successful transition and further explore the effects on the organization once the

founder or long-term executive has left.
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Subject Population (Please note all items: a-d)
a. Number: Male_ Female_ Total l0
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X
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hospitals and clinics
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patient controls
adult volunteers

If research is conducted off-campus, written documentation of approval/cooperation from that outside agency
(school, clinic, etc.) should accompany this application. Be sure all levels with this authority within the
agency/organization have given approval.
Agency

Nonorofit or

ion where successor is the current executive director

Name and title of agency representative

Dependent on nterviewee (see consent form

f.

Describe how subjects will be identified or recruited. Attach recruitment information, i.e., advertisements,
bulletin board notices, recruitment letters, etc.
An initial phone call was made to determine interest in study. Once verbal affirmation is indicated, a
follow-up phone call will be made to schedule intervier.v. Once interview date is confirmed, an email will then
be sent to interviewee confirming date and time, along with a copy of interview questions and consent form.

G

If subjects are chosen from records, indicate who gave approval for the use of the recorcls- If these are private
medical recording agency records, or student records, provide the protocol for securing consent of the
subjects of the records and approval from the custodian of the records.

b'

N/A
h

Who will make the initial contact with the subject? Describe how contact is made. If recruitment is verhal,
provide the specific script to be used.
Researcher will make initial contact by phone. The script used is the following:
"Hello, my name is Joanne Kosciolek and I am completing my masters in Leadership Studies at Augsburg
College. I am beginrting to work on myfinal thesis, v,hich is aboutfounder-leader transitions in nonprofit
organizations. I received your nome from Patty Wtlder who was at the Center for Nonprofit Management at
St. Thontas when they were conducting their successiort planntng series. I was wrsndering rf you would be
willing to participate in nry research on leadership transitions? I want to speak with both the founder and the
successor of your organtzation. I have aboutfour questions I'd like to ask you and would send them to you
ahead a time for you to think about. I haven't conducted any sessions yet, but I don't think it would take more
than an lzour or an hour and a half ofyour ttme. I aru willing to ffieet you at a convenient locationfor you.
Thank youfor your interest and your time. I will be in touch with 7,611 soon. "

l.

Will subjects receive inducements before, or rewards after the study?
be distributed.

If yes, explain how and when they will

N/A

If subjects are school children, and class time is used to collect data, describe in detail the activity planned for
non-participants. Who will supervise those children? (This information should be included in the consent
form.)
N/A
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16.

Risks to participation: (check all that apply)
use of private records (medical, agency or educational records);
possible invasion of privacy of subject or family;
manipulation of psychological or social variables such as sensory deprivation,

X

social isolation, psychological stresses;
any probing for personal or sensitive information in surveys or interviews;
use of deception as part of experimental protocol; the protocol must include a
"debriefing procedure" which will be followed upon completion of the study,
or withdrawal of the subjects. Provide this protocol for IRB review;
presentation of materials which subjects might consider offensive, threatening, or
degrading;
other risks: specify:

_

Describe the precautions taken to minimize risks:
There is some risk to participating due to probing for sensitive information in the interview process that
may make interviewee uncomfortable- All interviews and survey results will be kept confidential.
Names will not be used to identify any data. Participants will be identified using a numbering and
lettering system. Thc name of the organization or the founder/successor will not be used in the written
thesis.

t7.

Benefits to participation:

List any anticipated direct benefits (money, or other incentives) to participation in this research
project. If none, state that fact here and in the consent form. Also, list indirect benefits to
participation (e.g., improved programs or policies; contribution to knowledge)
Tltere are no direct benefits to participation other than a copy of the final thesis for participant's
inforrnation or reference. Indirect benefits to participation are a contribution to the topic of le adcrship
transitions among nonprofit organizations.

18.

Describe provisions made to maintain confidentiality of data:

A.

How will you disseminate results or findings? Who will receive copies of results and in
what form?
The results of the personal interviews will be summarized using qualitative methods. Researcher will
identifu trends, similarities, and differences based on the responses. The results will be disseminated
through the final research paper, but will be made available to participants if rcquested.

B. Where will the raw data be kept and for how long? (Federal IRB guidelines suggest all data have to be
kept a minimum of three years.)
The raw data will be kept at the researcher's home in a locked file cabinet (address identified on
page one (l) of IRB application).
Give the date for destruction of raw data. If raw data is retained, give date when identifiers will be
removed-

All raw data will be destroyed by May
The researcher

May 1,2006.

will

1, 2009.

Identifiers will be removed by May

be the only one with access to the interview tapes. These tapes

l, 2006.

will be retained until
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C. What security provisions will bc used? Who will have access to the collected data? lf tapes will be
transcribed by someone other than the rescarcher, how will confidentialiry be assured?
All interviews will be conducted in a location to ensure privacy. The collected raw data will be
kept in a locked cabinet and only the researcher will have access to this data. Names will not be used to
identify any data. Participants will be identified using a numbering and lettcring system.

D. Will data identifying the subjects be made available to anyone other than the principal
investigator, e.g., school officials, etc.'l

X No _Yes

If

yes, explain below and in the consent form.

E. Will the data be part of the subject's chart or other perrnanent record?
X No _Yes If yes, explain.

19.

Informed consent process: Prepare and attach a consent form or a corlsent letter:
A conscnt form is required for research involving risk, and for research where perrnanent record of results
are retained (including videotapes). Signatures of subject (and parent) are required.

A consent statement or letter to participant(s) rnay be used in surveys but does not require the signalure of
the subject. Provide text of consent statcments read to study subjects, distributed to participants prior to
intervicws or uscd as a cover sheet for a written survey.

20.

Consenting Process:

A.

Describe what will be said to the subjects to explain the research.
The researcher has worked in the nonprofit arena for more than 20 years and is interested in
improving the succession planning process in organizations that will be experiencing a leader transition
Through this research and the participation of the founder and successor in this interview process, the
researcher hopes to answer the following questions:
- What factors determine a successful transition?
- What is the ideal tenure of a founder?
- Is there a specific stage of an organization's development when a founder is more likcly to leave?
- What role can a founder play in a successful transition?
- What processes work in the recruitment, assessment, and selection of successor?
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- What is your understanding of how your responses will be used?
- What type of questions or concems do you have regarding how your answers to my questions
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other questions or concerns regardins any aspect orthis study?

C. In relation to the actual data-gathering, when will consent be obtained?
Consent will be obtained at the tinte of the initial interview.

D. Will thc investigator(s) be securing all of the informed consent?
the specific individuals who will obtain informed consent.

X Yes

No If no, name

E. The investigator should not use a home phone number in communications with subjects. A mobile,
office, or departmental phone number may be used. (The IRB does need a home phone number on page I
of this application form for its use.)
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Appendix B -lnterview Questions

Founder:

l.

When was the organization founded? What precipitated you starting the organization?

What significant changes has the organization experienced since it was first started?

2.

When did you realize it was time to leave? Were there any particular factors that
made the decision easier or harder to leave? What role do you play now in the

organization?

3. Evaluate your leadership transition/succession.

What went well? How could it have

been improved? What would you have done differently? Is successor

4.

still in position?

Were any steps taken to develop staff within the organization to take over your role?

What was the process to recruit, assess, and select your successor? What role did you
play to mentor your successor in this position'?
Successor:
I

.

What interested you most in this position? What kind of research did you do in order
to learn about the organization and the founder?

2. Did you have concerns about following

a founder?

If so, what were

those concerns?

What was the best part of assuming the position and what were some of the
challenges?

3.

Describe the interview and selection process that you experienced for this position.

How did you feel about the process? Were the responsibilities of the position clearly
identified? Was there a job description? Is it still current?

4.

Evaluate the transition. What went well? How could it have been improved? What

would you have done differently?
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Appendix C

-

Consent Form

FOUNDER-LEADER TRANSITIONS: THE ROLE OF SUCCESSION PLANNING IN
NONPROFIT ORGAN IZAT IONS
You are invited to be in a research study on founder-leader transitions. You were
selected as a possible participant because of your organization's experience in a leadership

transition. I'm asking that you read this form and let rne know if you have any questions before
agreeing to be in the study.

This study is being conducted by Joanne Kosciolek as part of her master's thesis in
Leadership Studies at Augsburg College in Minneapolis, Minnesota.
B

ackground Inforruation :

The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of both a founder or long-term
executive and the successor during the leadership transition process. This study will discover a

rationale for organizations dealing with a founder-leader transition to develop a succession plan.
This research study will analyze data obtained by you through an interview process
because you are a founder or long-term executive or the successor, and your organization has

experienced a leadership transition.
The data will be analyzed using a qualitative research process, which is used to answer
questions about a specific experience with the purpose of understanding the experience from

your point of view. This type of srudy is likely to end with tentative answers or hypotheses about
what was discovered based on your experiences. This form of analysis was selected because this

methodology allows the exploration of leadership transitions and what kind of succession
planning process was established to sustain the viability of your organization.
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Procedures:
The interview will be conducted at (location)

at

(date and time). I will be asking you

four questions requiring answers based on your experience with a leadership transition in

a

nonprofit organization. The interview should take no longer than 90 minutes.
rt/r.rts and Benufitt of Being in the Study:

This study has some risks to participation due to the probing of potentially sensitive
information in the interview process that may make you uncomfortable. If at any time, a question
makes you uncomfortable or you do not want to answer the question due to sensitivity, please

alert me so we can move on to the next question.

All interviews and survey results will

be kept

confidential. Names will not be used to identify any data. As a participant, you will be identified
by a number and letter. The name of the organization or the founder/successor will not be used in
the written thesis.

There are no direct benefits to participation other than a copy of the final thesis for your

information. Indirect benefits to participation are a contribution to the topic of leadership
transitions among nonprofit organizations.

Confidentiality:
The records of this study

will

be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I

will

not include any information that will make it possible to identify you or your organization. Your
name and the name of your organization

will

be kept confidential, but your anonymity cannot be

guaranteed.
Research records

will

be kept in a locked file; only the researcher

records. Raw data will be destroyed by

May l, 2009.

will

have access to the
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When possible, I'd like to audiotape the interview. The tapes will be labeled only with a
number, which will be assigned to each interview session. These tapes

will

also be kept in a

locked file and only used by the researcher. They will be destroyed by May 1,2006.
Voluntary Nature of the Study:

Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations
with the College. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without
affecting those relationships.
Contacts and Questions:
The researcher conducting this study is Joanne Kosciolek. You may ask any questions
you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact me at 612-408-3819 or my adviser,
\

Dan Hanson at 612-330-1540. You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:

I have read the above information or have had it read to me. I have received answers to
questions asked. I consent to participate in the study.

I

Signature

S

ignature of investigator

Date
Date

I consent to be audiotaped:
Signature

I

Date

Augsburg College
Lindsll Library
fvfih*e*Polis, MN 55454

I

i

{

